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portralt (portrayal of a person whom the writer: knows in the .
present) . This booklet shows how such writing. contributes to the
‘understanding 'of self and-to the development of writing skills, and
it outlines classroom activifies for guiding students in four areas: ’
obserV1ng'andfportray1ng behav1ors characteristic: of self; choos1ng
-specific topics that best portray- ‘Self; researching topics through’
free writing, observing, interviewing,.and rem1n1sc1ng, and wrltlng
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\ The Educationap Resources Information Center (ERIO) is a nationa]

- development efforts,.and related information: useful in developing more
effective educationg] Programsg,; s )

- Through it ,,

of which is -responsible for 4 Parficular educationa] area, ERIC ac.

P quires, evaluaies, abstracts, and indexes current significant informa-

different context. Rather than restingat the pojnt of making reseatch
. Teports readily accessible, NIE .has directed - the . Separate . ERIC -.
- clearinghouses to commission from, recognized authoritjes information :
- analysis papers i specificareas, = - - v T
" In addition ag with - aj] feder. | educational.information efforts, * *

" putting this theory into Practice, = - KA = . T
. . This idea is not unjquerSévethveducational journals angd iany co———- -
thercial ‘textbooks Providg teachers with similar aids. The ERIC/RCS } .
booklets ai; unusual in their sharp focus On an educatigpa] need and S

their blend of sound academic theory with testeq classroom. Practices,
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. Based on .their schoo_l,experience§. ‘many’ studerits view. writing. as ¢

~ limited to (utilitarian ends: Writing to please a tegchey- ~(‘)Vr'_',to_‘pa¥s'_s a

' composition course. They offen perceive-little inherent ~value.in their
writing.  From experience ‘in teaching autobiography, memdir; and ,
verbal portrait to college and high _schéol'.s_tudents',-‘ll :hgve_:",qist:d\'_'_ered g

+. 1here are three théqgﬁe;ic‘zi_l_ .Rléngs that. intérsect to‘;:i_‘llluhina_t_e\t-‘le'

- process of understanding’self through ﬁwriting.'.iTheo;y ‘of ayt’b‘bi'og-

- raphy; memoir,f"'z"md‘ portrait writing (referred to hereafter as AMP. writ.

con

:* For th,é' purposes ‘of ‘th.isv-'bt;c_)oklet, Iiam s‘tipul'a‘ging‘the-‘fol'léw_ing
-definit}ops: autob_iography.'reébunts e€xperiences. whiche portray the - -
writer in/the past;, memoir recounts experiences which portray another - : -
persen whom the writer knew in the Past; and-portrait portrays.a_ L
person _y_gllor_n the-writerknows_ in the bresent. As défined, _thefeniphasis T
On por{raying oneself or another person through concrete détail.'pQSes awy
proplerd of length: Students c_annot'be_-éxpe__clted.to portray, in a L
Fullflé,ﬂgth'autobibgraﬁhy, memoir;'"or"pog‘trait',-al_li of their own; *» -. e

Ve

ehaving, thinking, and feeling rather:than simply giving the reader a .
atalog of f_aqtfs—redtinres some focus on a:particular time period orset - - .
f experjencesy In writing the,“ﬁhase"-autobiogtgphy, as suggested by | -
imes Moffett,! students choose a particular phase, or period ofytiine,
hich-‘was'importan‘t in the stude s’ own, development or self-defini-
n: for example, a visit tg 'aié’::er_rieighborhood, town, city, or .
untry,%guring;whi 1.their previous values, ‘ideas, or self-concepts -
ﬁ d” imiting focus, students. go o
yond sll};gé‘rfié'ial' TESUMES” of events and instead partray those .be-

’ s . . ’ . . ' ' : N
° AN ' : ' S . T
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havxors that suggestthe chdrac.terlstrcs unique to the individual.
In.all three of these forms—autobiography, memoir, and portr.ut— "
. students attempt to capture the natureror essence of self. Those few
critics who have developed a theory f autobrography or memogr base -
much of their discussion on this dlfh?ult concept, “self."” The concept
transcends-the merely statistical or urcumstantml (age, weight, sex,
height,*. occupation, school) and’ encompasses . characteristics of
personality, needs, yalues, self- -concept, social role, a vast array. of -
.intangibles that are manifested in behavior. Although a writér may
. e‘rphcrtly describe these intangibles, it is the concrete details that best
“*signify”* selfhood (to use Henry James's term). Wntmg AMP therefore
" “involves portraymg charactexfstics of self through details of dlalogue.v
- ‘appearhnce, nonverbal behawior, and expressed thoughts and feelings.
‘Just_as one comes to know a stranger by observing_that person's
behavxor, so the reader comes to knaw the subject of AMP by ‘‘hear-
. ing,” observing, empathizing with tHat shbject. For example;, when-a
portrait writer in the New York Times Maguzine ckaracterizes ‘Detroit
baseball pitcher Mark Fldych as “ﬂaky," “existgntial;\" J'romantic,”
the reader still wants the writer to flesh.out these. descriptors by show-
ing' MC,E s‘unuSual behaviors on thé mound, his blunt language, his
comments about the world at large, 2 .
¢ This does not necessarlly mean that students must begm with iucas
-about self and t’hen “ow don’t tell” these ideas. through cbncrete
- detail. The process may Work in reverse.-Because students often tend to "/
think about themselves or o‘thers only in terfis of actual experiences,
they may begin by recording ‘a lot of experiences, observations, or
. fecollections and, only after wrnf‘mg all of thlS down, may drscover'some -
ideas ubout-the self.. .
. lﬂ’ addmon to.portraying self through concrete e‘rpenence students-
© writing ‘AMP:are engiiged also in the act of reflectmg on their past
selve:. or o other perseris.. In order to ufiderstand the fature of the self,
they must stand back ang considér.the meaning of experlence in terms
of self. The reader’becomes a witness to the-writer’ s‘act»of reﬂectmg on:.
experience in terms of the writer's own values, peeds asplratlons,
ideals. As Porter and Wolf notem their. textbook, * autoblographyat its .
“-best ought to reveal what it fezls [ike to- e the person who'is wrifing.*'3
Many students often have little: opportumty to stand®back andeflec
on experience in ‘a formal manner. They are dany bom‘barded ‘with
.enteftainment and information, by media which requlre little' reert;tlve ‘
thmkmg -beyond immediate, Superflcml -experience.: M0reover. ‘as’ .~
- found in one study of different modes of stidents la~guage use in high | %
.»school classrooms students engaged in httle reflective thmkmg, most
“ of their clasSroom language use:was devoted to informatien giving.4
"Saturated:with data.and inundated* by entertainment. students may.
fmd it.difficult to put all of this stlmulz)}lon into the perspectlve of per-
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sonal meaning. In contrast, suci mneteenth -century wnters -as

Thoreau leisurely phxloSophm:d ab™t cven the ‘most. msxgmhcant

aspects of daily ! 1}2

. Most’ students’ do not viéw, their .own or othe;s -expérience in,
_ symbolic, phxlmophxcal terms. They tend to reﬂect on themstlves or

‘others only-when facing a crisis: challenge, su/ccess. failure, illness, or

death. Because the self seeins to come into starper focus, during these
/enences they often serve-as.the basMéjvhntmg AMP: The death of -

g

.

randfather sets off reflection- abou(hls unique qualities; a mother's

success stimulates reflecvion abput het aspirations and drive? the recol- '

+ Jection of - moving and adjustitig to a totally lfferent place recalls a past.

. self copmg with change: "Choosing and fcusing on these specxflc ex-
periences is.an lmporfam stage of wrmng MP. | .

- e
3

Socm'l -science theory and portraymg characteristics of self

. Soctal-jcience theory provides a. nunﬁ)er of interesting msxghts into
the nature of s¢lf.” It dttempts to explain 'not ofily how. humans are
unique but alsa, how thby are similar. It therefore provides some under-
standxn&of writer™4 ttempts to portray self both ds umque and as’

o

~ shaped by gropp norms Cos
Psy<holog|sts why \ﬁ%tzz ego mdlcate that the: bons:stency of a:

persoa’s bebavioral style sbggestg certain characteristics of self. By o
tepeating ‘czrtain types of behaviér, the writer. suggests that tHis,
. beliavioral style is characteristic of the Subject. In researchmg material -
“Jdora pha"Se autobiogkaphy, students may detect certain behaviors that
recur in different- episodes: for exzy'nple a tendency t6' Jaunch
', impatiently into a project, withiout thinking it through. This suggestsg
two important foci for-portraying self: the style or manner 'of behavior
. and the degree ofconsxﬁtency of that style. v
The writer does more tha / sxmply ‘choose certam behaviors ¢ at
- portray self. The writer show¢*the-person speaking, acting, thinking,
-+a1d daydreaming in’ a certainf”consistent manner. The fact that a
- pyison performs particular/duties’on a Jobmay suggest lessabout that
person’s self.than does the’unique manner in which shjor he performs -
those duties. ' / ~ ..
People also’ change thexr behavior in response to dlffbrent circum- -
stances, roles, sccial expectations, and’ group norms. In sofr: * ~ircum”
étances they bzcome quxte angry, whxle i other cxrcumstan,k:es\tﬁey are
- c:\}l[n: in some situations they are nervous and withdrawn, while in

o

athers they ave co'lfldent and outgoing. Though trying to/ understand

such variation can be exasperatmgs\t is essential t portraymg .

l‘mqueness. - o : o
“Social psychology and sociology have mapped out elabo ate networks

.of social -contexts that:arg partially responsxble for the yariation and .

complexnty of a person’s behav:or Writers of AMP use different social”
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relationships, y\\/ or settings to show how a porson's style of
behavior variesor re wdins constant across these different contexts. In .
writing AMP, stwglenty therefore attempt to develop the self as a mirror, ¢
: of people and places, révealed through relationships. .~ .
There are also imaginative angd subconscious aspects of self. Psycho- -
ana]ytic theorists have described {antasy and dream as means of coping
with ‘reality and expressing subconscious npeds and desires. Writers
often tisc a persorhs.daydreams—idealized versions of self that argset
against its more realistic versions—to portray.that person's needs.ar
desires. * L o .
: The self is also constantly evolving, developing through various
“ stages. Some psychologists asse"t that-we all proceed chronologically
through' thg variousstages of development in cognition.’ socialization,
personality, moral reasoning, and language and that cach stage is
prerequisite to the next. .. ' : ..
Writing about past behavior from the perspective of the Rresent may
create a conflict between the earlier dc‘l’elopmental level arid the Lk vel of
‘development reflected in the writer's present perspective. This conflict
-is most apparent when gdults ¥rite about.childhood experienc.es. For
- example, a student wrijes about a moral di emma-—whether or not to
+ "defend an unpopular cause—encountered at «gc iwcive and again af
agy thirty. The differences between the reasons given for failing to
dcfend thefc;\use'at age t\velve‘(fear of being ridiculed by friends) and
for defending the¢ cause at age thirty (belief that the cduse’ was just)
dramatize$ the differences between developmental siages, revealing the:
self as evolving in a particuiur ditection. L Co
. "The"self also develops in accordancé, and in cenflict, with cultural
values. The adolescent self-has be:n partially shaped by cohflict with .
-traditional values. Women's autobiographies often describe an initial
period-of socindization according to traditional, male-oriented cultural -
valies, followed by a rejection of these values and an emerging -
. redefinition of self. . e .- '
' Djfferences between autobiography. memoir, and portrait R :
While autobiggraphy, memoir, and portrait each involve the portrayal
of self, they differ in, purpose, focus, and difficulty. The most obvious
difference is th.at autobiography focuses on the writer, and niemoir and
portrait focus vn others. Some students‘may be fay more objective’in
writing about somegqne else than in writing about themselves and.may
prefer the memcir and port-.it forms. Older students may be more
likely than younger ones are to recognize differences between their own
past and present behavior; they may even perceive themselvs as a
 series of distinct versions.. 4s James Olney suggests in his ‘theory’of B
‘autobiography, the -fact -that memarf. brings “back some things,
neglecting other things . . . seems to Thrgu'e that selfhood is not

(3
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continuous; for it brings, up one \Llf hcrc nn(l nnml er self there,and

tlu) are not the same as one another.”

* Memoir (writing about someond ‘in thc p.m)\chf crs lmm portr.ut
(writing abont someone in the present) in that students uslrully have
more direet aceess tp the subject of a portrait: they can interview the
subjectof a portrail, while they must dépend more o (1 their memories in
\\rmng, about,someone in the past. As with phase autobjography,
memgir w mm;, is most sucedssful whon it foeuses on spguhc events or

.pudcnts representing characteristic behayiors. Students’ may recall
somg¢ of their own pre- ious cxperlcm.cs with their subju.t. or they may ¢

attempt to reconstruct those experiences -from interviews with the
~person and with others who knew that person. In some cises, students

write memoirs ibout the; "p.lst self” of a. puson they still know in the |

present. .

Because stidents ¢an draw on a lot morc Lbscr\atlon.ll data for
W rmng portraits thaff for\\mmg memoirs, portriuts tcnd to be focuSed
.-less often on, spccmc uents than age autobxog,rap hy or memoir and
more often on the person s behavior in various cireumstances. For
emmplc. a student writing a portrait of a social worker could follow the
sublect around, on and off the job, and could interview him or her at
length. The student thus would gather observations of that person's

biehavior in various sitvations—behavior -\thh sug,gests the: social

worker's umque pcrsonallty
\ : S . :
v ) ° ’
| . ~ . .
Thcory of the composing process
In writing a phase audtobiography, memoir, or portrait, students use

a number ot writing $kills, These skills are Uest understood in the con. °

"text -of cyorent theory of the omposing process as defined by such

. educatcrs as Moffett; Macrorie, Elbow, Emig, and M.urray These

ther*.lsts reject the traditional textbook models for’good writing, whi¢h
focus students’ zitention on the product rather than on the complex

process of composing.* Based on analysls of students’ actuml wriging -

behidvior, they have outlined various stages of the writing process.
Th\esc. include prewriting: free writing, Jottmg. discussion, researching,
transcrlbmg. dictating, * reflecting; writing drafts 'formulatmg,
org,amzmg, shaping, amculatmg ideas or experiences; and greparing
" final copy: detailed focus on’ such details as wordmg, sentence
. structure, spelling, and appearance. In the prewriting and initial
drifting stages, students may be less concerned with audience- and
more concerned with shaping content, while, in the final stages, they
. may be congerged with dudience and with minor aspects ofdorm.

" The actiyities suggested in the practice. section of this book
encourage students to stretch the writing of AMP into different stages,
~with different activities at each stage: Instead of first«thinking of
everytl'.mg they \\ant to portray about self and then sitting down and

. ©
- %
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writing a‘dralt, students are enconraged to develop their thipking—
recolleptions, observations, and inferences—in free writing, journal
. "writing, or jottings and, in the process, discover their meening, They «
then have extensive written material, some of which they may develop:
into a first drdft. . T o o
Justitying AMP s part of a writing instruction Program’ _ . .ot
The question is often asked, “What.-deesthis highly persunal wi iling
contribute to a writing-class; when most students have difficulty clearly
expressing their ideas?” Two assuniptions underlie this question. The
first is that writing instruction ought to stick to expository writing. ‘The
second is that writing AMP does not involve.the arficulation af iddas.
Clearly, subject matter need not dictate the mode expression:
AMP can involve any of the kinds of writing in which students should
be competent (expository, persuasive, expréssive, narrative).-Moreover,
while the content may be personal, the process is the same, regardless
of modg, - : L
The proccdses which serve as bases for the activities suggested in the
practice section are basic to most writing tasks. Free writing, journal
writing,.and other prewriting activities develop ideas. Specific experi-
ences or examples are used to illustrate ideas. Rescarch, obset ation,

- and interviews are conducted in order to develop ,matcri:‘;{gy‘g;cvhavior
must be reasonabfy explained. Experiences must be organfzed. Revis-
ing strategics are used to changs, reformulate, or edit the writing.

" Students also engage in processes.that could be defined as unique to
the narrative or expressive modes. (While the actwities in this booklet «

* concepn writing about actual persons, many of them may also be:used

) in'cﬁ:ting‘fictional characters.) The writer of AMP essentially is

retelling pastkand present events that constitute a ’slice™ of a person’s
lile. Successful retelling, that engages or enPertains the reader, réquires
the careful selecting and ordering of information to creaté a suspense-
ful, drgmatic 'narrative. Faralleling the processes of characterization in
fiction, AMP writirig depends on dialogue, description, ard behayior to
portray self. These and other processes based on literary conventions *
both reflect and carry over to the dcvelopmcntpf litefary competence.

Ce . [ "
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The adtivities which follow build un a sequence of skills leading to the
. final writing of a phase autobiography, a mémoir, or a portrait. The -
first section, "*Discussion: Introduction toc AMP," fuocuses on methods ¢
for portraying self: techniques of 'obscrvjng and portraying behaviors .
characteristic of self, as well as changes in those behaviors from past to
. present. The next section, *Choosihg a1 .v*¢," suggests ways in which
“students tan limit their focus to specific'events or expcneiccs that best _
portray self. "Researching™ follows, suggesting methods of free
" writing, observing, ' interviewing, and reminissing. The fina!- section, .
"'Writing Drafts,” outlines methods for izing material, evnluat.ng
preliminary work, and coping with probm}tudents often tonfront in
writing drafts.
While these activities are dcsigned prmlanly for high school and
- college students, tife teacher can vary. the level of sophistication of the
- attivity orcdelete activities accordmg to students’ age, matumy’ and
wnlmg ability. . ' .
9
. _ DISCUSSION INTRODUCTION TO AMP o
" Whatisthesalf? =~ T
The purpose of thesc initial dlscusslons onthe ‘nature of the selfisto
.'help students appreciate tne fact.that human beings are complex
creatures who are difficult to- understand and even more difficult td
- poriray in writing. Many students, taking their cues from ‘current
~how=to books on-dchieving sclf-awareness, self-actualization, or elf-
understanding, assume that one can "discover’ a "'real self”’ sunply by
‘ follcwmg the directions of a muster or guru. By appreciating the .
\complexxty o "she individual, students are more likely to be skeptical of -
superficial attdmpts to portray self, and they may be more willing to
proue beneath stereotyped self-concepts or, conceptlons of others. .
. If these initial ‘discussions are conducted in abn open-ended, non-
dnrected manner, they-may also ‘'serve to establish close relationships = ..
between stucents, relationships that are important for later dlscussxonv
and for peer evaluanon of writing. _ : <
,’. 1 z e . . -
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The discussions begin with students ‘mtroducmg themselves by
stating such information as age. place of birth, height, weight, address,
and couﬂses taken f school and then discussing how much this
mformdubn conveys about the self. I ask them about-the usefulness of
this \'ltalsheet data in understanding the natyre of the individual.
Many students say that it i$ insufficient, because it conveys-nothing of
the unique’ personahty behavioral style, or values that suggest self. We
then try to list kinds of.information that do suggest.unique character-
istics of a self. For evample one group llsted . .

. ad)ectlves that best 8escribe self: ad)ectn'es that do not de§mbe seli

* behaviors, hobbies, re®ding 8r média interests,-possessions

* ten th.ngs about oneself of which one js proud.-or ten things that are
most lmportant ten thmgs of which one is not proud, or tm thmgs
that arg not lmportant

e an obituary noting those things for which one wants to be remem-
l red -

dia“mg or photo, mcludmg a descrlptnc captmn of oneselt en-

gdged in a favorite activity . . .

» several sayings, ideas, or oplmons that best represent one’s’ “per-

sonal philosophy

“Students then discuss how successfully this information could be u_'sed
to suggest, various' aspects“of self. They may ‘recognize that their
assertions about themselveS—are_often qune -differens from their

behavior. Some information may su@t\ﬂe ative dspects of self which
.they would prefer not tg disclese. Photogmwgs present

- quiitatively different information. Further, students ma lize that
- this informgtion conveys only a static portralt rather than i%ense{f

» self as existing with others over a perlod of time.

Students often assume that self is defined i ina vacuum—that by
-breaking away from the world in order to ‘be oneself,” one discovers
the reul self. This idea has some validity, t\ut it is naive about the
“nature of the self as a sodial being. By discussing . self-concept as
influenced by other people’s conceptions, students may u.nde;rstand

* that elf is-also defined or shaped by-a network of social ramonshlps

From these discussions, students. may derive a notion of the self as
complex: as complicated by disparities between self-concept .and
behavior. outer.and inner selves, and variations and inconsistencies
across social relationshiyis. - . s’

Portraying self through behavmr :

It is also important’ that students apprecmte the need to dCSCl'lbe
behavior in order to portray self. They must remember that they are
communicating their ideas to a reader, and the reader uses the details
of behavior to make inferences-about the individual. Concrete deta\ils

'_ ‘,‘_-.4 ;"



O

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

‘ ’ .- PRACTICE .9

¢ . .,
are often more easily understood than abstractions.
Students need to think about their readers. In one activity, desxgned

3 ~-

" to help stddents understand the reader’s reliance on concrete detail to

comprehend self, one student tries to-communicate ideas about some-

one to another student. The other student reacts as to’which inférma- -

tion—abstraction or‘concrete detail—is most helpful in understandmg
the ideas. In most cases, it is the details.

I also ask students to decide avhich of different typés of cues is most
helpful in unﬂerstandmg a person. For example, a §tuderit says, “‘In
the. past, Joe was a hard-working, dedicated, achieverment-oriented
student.” In discussing the meaning -of such general descriptors from
the point of view o a reader interested in understanding, it is often
apparent that such phrases do not adequately portray. self. Several
students may conce}ve of themselves as hard working, buit they may

- differ in the degree tg which they are, in'fact, hard working. I then ask,
for reasons for, the differing understandings of this concept.’ Students
may note” that they disagree' about the“meaning of hard working ~

" because each has a_different set of previous experiences with, -and-

&

-assumptions about, hard work. We discuss the fact that, in order that
- the.reader understand the writer's meaning, the \\rlter needs to use

those concrete.details of experience that convey ‘the meaning the writer
intends fof the concept of hard ‘working. For example, a writer may _

-beun an autob10§raphlcal sketch with: “'I would usually getup earlv in

the mormng fill-of plans and sckedules for every mlpute of the day. No
time forwasted energy. As'I looked in the mirror, I asked myself, do I

look busy?” We discuss how a reader makes inferences about the

individual in this descnptlon A student.who infers that the writer wa$ -
obsessed with work is asked how the details in the sketch communicate
that obsession. The inference depends upon, the_ assumption that the
behavior desctibed is.characteristic of obsession. Asking for reasons for
such inferences can lead to a dlscusszon of the assumptions involved.

The followmg chart can be used to illustrate the reader's u¥t~of
concrete detail in nmkmg inferences about the self. »

[ : meerences aboutselfﬁ .
; - . ~
| 2D
writer e, reader.
assumptions about, R assumptions about
.relatlonshlps between l

relationships between
self and behavior LW self and behavior ~
' \ . "> concrete details:

LR : . - behaviors -

: o appgarance

B

Vo A speech ' N . “

* thoughts ) ¢ ,
\ - feelings - .

_ o | . _!4 L
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Students may be given some written descriptiens of chatacters or of
dctudl persons and asked to- note those” dgta(ls they use in making
inferences abouit the characters or persons: Some bits of information—
speech for example—may be more rev/ealmg than appearance First

. 1mpress1ons—appearance dress, speech—may proye to’be unreliabfe,
as other information is revealed. The manner or style of thavnor may
suggest more about the self than does the behavnor itself.

Improvisation can be used to focus the- discussion on the use of
-SpelelC cues. Students decide on certain situations: a meeting in the
dear's office; a sales representative trying to impress someone; a visit to

_ a retirement home. After acting out these situations, students make
.inferences about the nature of the relationships portrayed—intimate,
subservient, formal, tense—and the roles or personalities assumed.
They then describe the specific cues they used to make these inferences,
the reasons for their inferences, and the underlying assumptions about
behavior and self. Disagreement about the meamng of certain cues
further illistrates the co mplexity of-the precess of uniderstanding self.
The final discussion topic focuses on the idea that specific incidents -
-ommunicate a sense of self. Students attempt to describe people’ un-
nown to the group, in terms of incidentsthat illustrate chardcteristic
ehaviors. Often, a series of these incidents reiterates certain consistent
_-_qualities—"For-example; the sfact ‘that “a' person ‘i§ consistently late,
regardless of the occasion, reveals more about the individual than
. would only one incidénce of tardiness. Students then discuss how
particular incidents suggest one side of a person while other mcndents

suggest a different side. N
¢ Brmgmg ﬁm guest speakers and having them talk about” those -
- experiences ‘in their lives_ that influeniced their careers, values, or

philosophies can dramatize the role of key 1nc1dents in determining

“self. ¢ . g

These discussions of the ways ‘in \Vthh spec1f1c behaviors and

“incidents reveal character are helpful when students mugst develop ,

criteria for selettmg information that best portrays self

Problems of reollection ' .
In, researching background for wrltmg autoblography or memmr,
students often have difficulty trying to recall specific details from previ- ¢
.ous experience. When they cannot recall all of the details, they must be
willing to summarize or substitiite gpproximate recollections in theii .
writing. However, some degree of accuracy in recall is important. W
therefore discuss the seiective bias of memory—that as current  mood
~attitude, experience, or state of-mmd shifts, s0 certam memories ar
evoked or blotted out.
Two studies of the’ memory process suggest some techmques fo
quo‘vmg recall"One study found.that’when subjects were asked t -

|
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recognize pictures of former classmates, they werz far more accurate in
recalling names than they were tvhen.asked to recall names without
beneflt of pictures. 8 This suggests that old photos, yearboolrs, letters,
ne\\spapers and such can stinfulate ¢ertain memories. Another study
.indicated that when subjects are in the same emotlonal state of mind as

- that of the original experience, recall is ,lmproved -For example. being’
".excited or tense-can evoke memones of e(cxtement or tensron in® the

past.

Mcriories often bccur spontaneously, rather than as ‘a result of a,
conscious’ cffort to remember. Thinking of @ recent experience
involving a certain emotional state or of an object associated with it
-may trigger recall of earlier experiences. Students could discuss how
specifi¢ stimuli or emotional states evoke past experiences. The short
film GFrank lem {availuble from Pyramid Films) contaSns many
images—cars,/ furniture, dnnks—assocmted with different periods of
the film maker s life. After. vxemng a film such-as this one, or-perhaps
after reading thropgh old magaunes students could' cite images that
evoked: memories associated with certain e*rotlonal states—an old
basketball with thé excxtementofmnnmg « oo, forinstance. T -

S

Before they begln the' xesearch stage, students need to become
familiar with t«._hiniques for observing behavior. While it requires ex-
ténsive training and .experience to learn the observation techmques
employed by. psychlamsts and sncl-al—psyehelog-tsts —students * may
sharpen their perceptrons ot behavior by engaging in sgme- basxe
observation activities.

- Work on observation techniques begins . with. = open-ended

- observations of people’s behavior in 4 public place, such as a park,

restaurant, or lobby, Each student writes down only behaviors that are

“obscrvable, without drawing inferercé$ or making judgments. Stress

should be ‘placed-on, the use of free writing or detailed note taking as
means -of , recordlng observations. » Students then compate their

. "observations, notlng sxmllarmes and differences. After this initial,<

description stage, thiey can make inférences ' abouit their subjects,
dlScussmg reasons for these judgments and their valldlty.p,

- Another act-mtv applicdble “to autoblography is self- observation:
descnbmg one’s appearance or behavior in-a given situation -A photo,
mirror, of videotape is a helpful aid for noting' details. of behaviow
Students ¢fn compare their. self-descriptions with other students’.

' descrlptlons of the“same image or behav:or, dlscussmg reasons for

differences in pe‘rceptlon
- Recalling their’ background dlscuss1pns about ehanges in behavror.
due to changes in cofitext and about the unrel:ablllty of first’

- inipressions, students try to observe themselves and others in different

16 . “\
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clrcumstances and at dlfferent times. For example,’ students sit in 4 .
student-lounge and make careful observations of students they do not
know, prompting certain infereicés. Then, after further observations
in different contexts or at a late\x\' time, they: modify or amphf) their.
‘I§.IS also helpful for students to share thelr inferences as much asw p
pessible. Not only should they reahze the relative _perspective of therr B
own ('«,ervatlons, but they also may learn-to appreciate thé value of*:"“
others’ perceptlons ‘They muy then become mpore w1111ngf) seek’out
" others’ perceptions to supplement theirown. ..~ X
After students demonstrate their ablhty tofobserve behavror they
may focus their attention more selectively on particular behavioral. =
attributesfand processes: speech, nonverbal behavior and appearance,
thoughts an&eelings, change and development; and perspectlve
-Speech. One of the most salient characteristics of self is speech.
Listeners make judgments about people within seconds, using_ speech
-cues; readers’ depend heavily on dialogte in making inferences:about
characters Inwriting’AMP, studests need to know how to use dlalogug :
-of descnptrons of speech behavior to portray self. . : )
_ . Students” fizay examine _the relatlonshlp between speech -and ~
personality by drscussmg how t identify friends’ by their speech
© patterns: aspects of style, register, dialect, enunciation. They also can
-improvise different conversational situations ar\g'pbsen'/e the speakers!
- - degrees of consistency. By reading some fictional dialogue or a tran-
scrrpt of their own conve:sation and dlSCuSSlng the use o dlalzue cues -
in maKing inferences about the sneakers, students may-becofieaware’
that underlying these¢ infefences are certaif assumptions ;about
. speaker/speech relatronshlps, assumptions often reflecting stereotypes.
* of speech behavior;.for exﬁnple that someone who speaks slole is not
- very bright. . |
Based on these dlscuss1ons students write different sets of d1alogue:
.that portray: friends or fictional’characters. A tape. recorder or nofe
- taking can be used for‘.h- nscrlblng or quoting- others, an” important
skill for memoir or portralywriting. Tn cases which require recollection
of past conversations, studlents can probably” approxxmate dfffogue’
.based on the nature of the r¢lationships they want to portray. =«
" . Intranscribing, or translatlng speech into written- dlalogue, students
* need fo work op the use of pauses, rhythm, tone of voice, emotional
state, irony, mterruptlons, and listener reaction. It is often helpful to
discuss the use of these elements of dlalogue to portray racters m
_ fiction. ! .
Appearante and nonverbal beha.wo.r In wntlng .about oneself or
“others, details of appeéarance or of nonverbal behavior are highly
suggestive of certaln personality. characterxstlcs Students observe their

. .
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own or oihers nonverbal behavior for an éxtended penod of* tlme
noting those recurring behaviors which are charactéristic of the -

. individual's attitudes, feelmgs background, maturity, and Dersonahty
. Agam, it is helpful to discuss stereotyplcal assumptnons about per-
psonality, appearance, and behavior.

In writing of themselygs or- ‘others, students often use too much

- material, describing theﬁ'son from head to toe rather than' ‘selecting
" particular features, such as a nervous twitch,. unusual dress, hair style,
or a brisk walk. By sorting out descriptivg material, they may discover *
 that sodae features are uniquely characteristic of the individual and that-

ot of details are not necessary. Old photos can suggest dlstmctwe

features characteristic of self in the past.

Thoughts andfee'llqgs Determining a person’s thoughts.and feelings
is difficult, #f not impossible, to do through observation. In writing ~
AMP, students need to imply another’s internal perspective by overt
réactions fo spemﬁc events, circumstances, people, or places..-

. .Ore means of illystrating the relationship between- thoughts ‘and
Jeelmgs and_external events is to role play an experience familiar to-
students. At_d_x»fjerent points, everyone stops to reveal their immediate
thoughts and feelings. ~Then the role play is -repeated without
mterruptlon By observing each other, students try to infer each other’s

* reactipns. They then.discuss how they. would select certain behavxors to

suggest these thoughts and feelings in their writing. - -

Students also could work on their ‘ability to empathize, in one-to-one
and small-group discussion, by td'ymg to accurately restate each other’s

_expressed thoughts and feelmgs For example, one student discusses

_his"or'her resEonse to a movie, and another student tries to restate or

-$ummarize that studerit's thoughts and émotions. .- C :

€hange and development in persons “ Understanding changes in .
personallty ‘values,” attitudes, reasoning, maturity, and interests as
manifested through £hanges in speech, appearance, or nonverbal

Behavior hélps students to. research their own or dthers’ past selves.

... One activity which helps to develop awareness of the.fact of change isto
haye st\)dents compare gxelr past and present perceptlons of an event,
place, r person that they éxperienced in the, past: an annual sports "

* event, a family hollday. an ofd school buildings an old friend. By using
the eyent place, or p&rsbn as a constant; they can note chah\gbs in their -
own responses—that,” while a -high school football game onee seemed

. exciting and significant, now*}t seems routine and-dull, or that a

. relationship- witha-member-of.the- opposite sex which was once strained

‘and distant is now_complex and comfortable. Once students are aware
Efl/changes in their responsés, they.can dlscusﬂ reasonis for these

77 anges. From these past/present cqmpansons they,ay detect those /

t:haractenstlcs that can be uséd to mdlcate change ﬁ : /"

.":»,.\\:,\'\.‘ \‘ . - 18 L . ° : '
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The ‘most obvious developmental “difference ‘in students .is. that of
. Physical appeararice and skili. By observing younger brothers anﬁ
sisters or children in an elementary school, students ma recognize
®uch behaviors as energetic movement; frequent physical cohtact; short
attention spans, laughing, and shouting: behaviors that probably differ
- from their own. Fhey may also detect differences.in speech behavior—
in vocabulary, sentence’ length;rdegx}ée of abstraction, or knowledge of
conversational convehtions. - I -
Changes in needs, values, and attitudes arev"ften reflected in choice-
of conversational topics, - in: media iﬁterests,T-and in concerns with
- family, peer group, social life, education; and social and political
" problems. Older students can discuss the added dimension of change in
cultural and social values of previous decades. - o
| Changes in perspective from past to present. In writing autgbiog- . ~
raphy or memoir, .students may adopt the perspective of the -past,
describing experience through the eyes'of a past self. Younger students
- may experience difficulty"in creéting_a__, different perspective; because
they are usually* too egocentric. to. distinguisk between present and past
perspectives. Writing from-the per$pective of a past self demonstrates
how that past self perceived.the world. By occasionally interjecting or
alluding to the present perspective, a writer may dramatize develop-
- ‘ment from past to present self. For example,”a writer describes “the
“world through the eyes of a ten year ‘old whose. naive, inquisitive.
* perspective is limited to a particular neighborhood. Or a’ writef
describes: the experience” of adjusting to a large urban university
- -through the eyes of a freshman from ‘a small rural compmunity: The -
reader should realize that the writer’s tommentary represents a very
 different, more mature perspective'than that of the naive ten year old or
the inexperienced freshman. = = . ' S ,
-+ Students may not understand the uniqueness of their own per- .
spectives nor that their perspectives change. An activityfor helpirig
students define the unique agd changing nature of their perspectives’
-begins with- students writing resporises to objects ‘or pictures.. They . .
.comipare their responses-and discuss the differences, noting inferences,
-associations, focus and -degree of interest, - and- reaspns for these
differences. In viewinig-a-pieture of a crowd watching a football game, .
some students focus on members of the oppo§ife“sex;while.o,thg‘rs;fbcus' o
on members of the, same sex; some believe that the crowd is happy, =
while others blieve that it is unkappy. Students then choose different
.points in time—perhaps three years past, or five, or ten—and write
_ about the same object or picture from their perspective at that time. By
comparing théir.responses from five years or ten years past with their
present responses, they ca:: infer reasons for the differences: changes in _
-.:a-t_-tigude-s,-g-values;«-in&er_es-ts;-."languagrabﬂity‘,“rgasonipg;’-‘selﬁconcept:"’""
and other Fff lopmental characteristics previously discussed.
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Experlencmg from dlfferent perspectlves T ‘

In thlnklng, researchlng, or writing, students often fail to. consider -
an experience from a variety -of perspectives.: Breaklng out-of their -
usial ways of thinking geherates fresh 1ns1ghts about themselves and
others. An important recent development in-composition instruction
has been the attempt to teach students question-asking sirategies based:
on heuvistic category—systems so that they learn to conslder a gpjc«ex/
~ idea from various perspectives. P

One set of categories, developed by Lec/(),dﬂh includes concepts that
most high’school students can work-with easily: reference to physical *
context reference to- ca sequence-and to time sequeﬂ&e. and
reference to change, to'contrast, and to classification.'® For example,
students thinking about a person's behavior may ignore the rélation-
ship between that behavior and the physical setting. Posing questions
about the context focuses on the use of physical setting and. period of
time to highlight thé moods, reactions, attitudes,, and interests
manifesied by a person’s behavior. Consjdering the causal relatiohships
between events encourages students to explore possxble reasons for a
person's behavior. Why did event A occur? Why did event A occur
" befpre event B? Did event ‘A cause event B.to happen or not?- For :
example, did meeting-a girl who was interested ‘in radio announcing
encourage the student to go into radio announcing as a career, or were
the two events merely coincidental? “Was the student’s decline in grades

~ caused by spending too much time playing basketball, or were the
grade decline- and the basketball-playing 'unrelated? Students ‘also
might consider contrasts bétween details. For-exa mple, in gathermg
material about her past©self. a skfdant/renews various relatlonshlps
with clost friends, attempting to. -determine the influence of those ..
relationships on self-concept. .For each relationship, .the student
considers not only the similarjties between herself and others, but alsp -
the differences. Students can sharpen their perceptlon of contrast by
reading passages of characfer descnptlon and noting those details that
could be classified asy‘ﬁlar and thoee details that could be classified

as different. R
Another set of condepts, Kenneth Burke's pentad can be used to \
help students constcfer different perspectives in explaining a person'’s
actions. The pent/ad consists of five concepts: agent, the person, group,
‘ot organlzatlon,who performed the act; act, the thing done; scene, the/
- situation in whxch the act was performed; agency, that which was used
by the agent/to perform the act; and purpose, the reason for perfo iming |
"the act.1! The pentdd can be used to .study how different peoplé may
T perceive. the same event differenitly. A student writing a description of
“his brother’s flghtlng il Vietmam-conceives of his brother as an-agent
/S - .
_____ ) vho performed acts of "patrlotlc bravery” in a worldwidescene-of:
encroachlng communism,” using his" “superior power: and intel-

S T o gt
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) llgenc 'L for the purpose of “rescumg the Vletnamese Dlscussmg his

- writing, he learns that his brother perceived the event.in quite djfferent
© térms: he’ \(as being used (as an agency) by the gévernment (the agent)

~owar,” fort]

to. perlollp acts of “unwarranted aggression®. in.a scene of ) local civil
g)e purpose of *‘propping up the Thieu reglme g

* While. yotrnger students_may ha\e difficulty ,in shlftmg their
-perspcctnes\.\ older- students' could try several e\cp]'w‘atlons using the
pentad as a gulde ‘However, in some’ cases, certain cfemerits. of the

- pentad are’ omxtted A student writes about a past self . selling

mag.lzines after\school trying to earn enough mdney to go to. college

and omits-any dlscussmn of the scen¢ (“everybody went to, coege in Liy.
high school”) or of the ideaof being used as an agency by the magazine
.distributor. . Ofter, students fail -to consider purposes for the self’'s’

“action: in -‘writing a ‘portrait of a friend, a student may carefully

i Readmg AMP

Pl

~_research various zcts," cons:dermg the relatlo*nshlps between the acts?

“the scenes, and the agevcxes *but ma - fail to. e\p ore’ any purpose‘
behind these agts: . - v w .

Students can also broadén the scope o thelr perspectlves by concexv!
ing .of experience from a philosophical point of view,.. consldermg its
meaning or’ significance. While they may not be acoustomed to posing
such, quest.ons (defining e\cpenence in terms of such larger philo-
sophical issues as the meaning of life and death, the ultlmate value cf
lite, the justification of moral or rellglous prmcxples or the natute of’
fate) stude 1ts often confront such issues in w riting about, for e\ample,.

< the death of grandparents or the éthical implications of their own or
~ others’ behavior. The dange. here is'that students may_end up writing -

didactic treatises similar to the *spiritual"” autoblographles and bio-
gl.'aphlcs ol the elghteenth and nineteenth centurles’l
| b ’
In readmg full- -length e\camples of AMP, students witness the self’s

extensive development through different phases. Some of the more’
popular examples include 7.Know Why. the Caged Bird Smgs Maya

. Angelou; North towards Home, Willie Morris;-A Walker in W"City,

Alfred Ka/m Bound for Glory, Woody Guthrie; Black ETk‘% eaks,

“John G. Nelhardt Memoirs of a Catholic' Girlhood, Mary ‘McCarthy;

Blackberry Winter, Margaret Mead; One Day. When 1. Wem James-
Baldwin; Manchild in' the Promised Land. Claude Brown:; Speak,
Memory, Viadimir Nabokov: An Unfinished Woman, Lillian Hellmar;
The Strawberrv Statement, James Kunen; Autobtographv of Malcolm -

- X. The Way'It Spozed to Be, James Herndon;' Making I, Norman
! Podhoretz; Don 't Fall off theMountaix, Shirley MacLaine. -

In reading these and other selections, students' may compare some of

' . their own experlences thh those of the writers, noting the extent to

\
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BN \\hlch the w rxters developed pamcular experiences or eplsodes in thelr
lnes .- : :
u There are also anthologles of short aufoblopraphlcal essays or'
" memoirts, forexample, Growing Up in Ame;ca by Robert Rosenbaum,
that could' be ased to study the form of the- phase autoblography or
" +memoir: “If examples of phase- au{oblographles are not readily
~ available, short stories may serve as useful substitutes,- particularly
‘those that portray a single charaeter. .Because stuténts often assume
o _from their. previots writing -experience.. that autobiography writing
< consists.-of exposition .about oneself; the short story can be used to,
illustrate techniques’ of dmlogue. character, setting desbnptlon. or
-‘narrator commentary. . i
While’ students usuglly ha\e read mar{y exaﬁ'f)les of portralt‘ in
"popular magazines, they may not have. béen cognizant of soine of the
characteristics of portrait w riting. The quahty of portrait writing var’es
‘considerably, dependmg on-the mugazme \the length of the portra't,
and the ‘intention of the writer. Portraits\in The New York Timeéd
Magazme (g_ene ne in each issue),.Ha per s, The Atlantic, The
New Yorker, an{ Ms. are usually well written. Port:aits in"news
, magazines, although well. written, tend to }e limited in iocus and
" depth, hlghllghtmg behavior relevant to current events. Portraits in
celebrity, gossip, movie, romance, and- many; teenage magazines tznd
to:, e‘(plmt the person's name or image for purposes of promotmg a
movie, record, or baok or.to focus on sensational or buarre aspect; of
- the person’s life. .
Students .can study techmques used by the professxonal ert“l‘ of
~ AMP: interviewing both the subject and people who know the subject;
" shadowing the person in school or on the job; researching biographicai
mformatlon, portraymg behavior, speech, values, and ideas through
-.the person’s reia’ ionships with others; and giving personal commentary
- or responseés to'the person.

. Students,could also watch some short documentary'fllms that j_ocus
omtone¢ person—/I. F.- Stone 's Weekly, Portrait of a Television Mewsman,
Antomm,—notmg the ‘use of interviewing, the use of - the perscn's
voiceover commentary about their dwi. &i others’ behavxor, and the
degree of objectivity in the filming. :

In readmg AMP, students should try to dlscover what James Meffett
calls the controlling idea, defined 4s the -writer's idea about the self,
+'communicated through experlence—Lthat the self is powerful, naive, or

ms1ghtful or that the'sélf learns from expefience; 6r that one's actions
-"may conflict with one's ideals. This controlling idea serves as the basis
for the writer's selection and emphasis of information. Dltﬁculty in dis-
coyering the controlling idea signals lack: of mformatlon or taulty
organization of material by the writer.
Students also can discuss, the wrlters' amtude towafd the self,’

~
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another important determinant for sele'ctin}g' and emphasizi g informa-"
tion. Even portrait writers, who may be supposed to take a..ieutral
stance toward their subjects; are influénced. by attitide. , Students
should note which. cues suggest attitude—the. ise of judgniental _
language,.derogatory informition, or other stylistic choices. Examples ~
of the relationship between style and attjtude can be found in Walker .
Gibson's Persona !> o Do .
In miany“‘celebrity”’ autobiographies ot portraits; the wricer assumes
a one-sided attitude, treating- the information uncritically.” Because ~
 students generally take a positive attitude'toward their past selves and °
‘toward subjects of memoirs and portraits, they need to recognize, the
difference between*a totally positive attitude, blind to any shortcom-

- :
>

S oy . .

ings. and a more honest. probing, critical attitude.

A. . CHDOSING ATOPIC .. ¥ .
Choosing a subject for a portrait o T T
.. Inselecting a subject for a portrait, students should choost someone " - -
‘they know well or someone who will be willing'to cooperate fully. A
formal agreement should be made that derogatory material will not'be -
included and;that only designated people will read the.portrait. This
does not neceéssarily mean that the student must portray the person only
-in glowing terms, but, unjess an understanding is reached, thé subject -
may be unwilling to cooperate, R . RS
. The agvantage of .writing about someone whom: the siudeqp knows,
well is tifat there is ample material from previous experience to draw’
upon; Yie disadvantage is that the student may have difficulty standing -
backffom the relationshiprand writing from:a detached perspective. 13 -~
degfding-on sémeone whom they dq ot know well, students should not- . _
cessarily assume from their reading of published portraits that they = °
need'to ¢hoose someone of importance. Fhe.essential consideration is -
the’ person’s. willingness to cooperate; often, important people are too -
busy or too preoccupied to sperid much'time talking with a student. en Tt

Choosing a focus for autobiograph): or memoir R )

. Students should be aware of the need.to limit the focus of an auto-..™ -
biography or memoir to a particular phase, time period, or recurring, -~
behavior, in order,to fully develop their material, It may be useful to
make a list of inportant events that have otcurted oyer a lifetime or to
draw a “life line,” ’r(n'oting high points and low points, and then to
further consider those experignces. T - .

It is helpful also to/narrow the choiée to a particular time period—a
vacation trip, a school year, a summer job, ‘an eventful weekend—or to
a particular place—a- neighborhood, 2 §¢hool, a-house. These dimen-
sic7: :hould- be chosen for a specific reason: to portray an important -
re ationship, a challenge ‘to self, a change in behavior, a birth, a death,

<
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a personal problem » ' : ' “

" Oge variation‘is the ‘‘series’ autoblography or memoir. Qtudents
writé about a set of related expenenc&s occurring at different points in_
tinfe—a recurnng problem, an annual ceremony, a set of relationships.

_ Another optign is for a group of students to collaborate; on a _composite
memoir of o € persqgn they all knew well. .« - o .

Y RESEAR "HING AMP
Havmg chosen a‘tapic, students can begin tc research. Much of this
consists of vanous 'mewr'ung activities—free writing, dls¢ussng,
interviewing,. reminjscing, - observmg—ln ordc.- to gathe: as much
mformatlon as posmble . .

L1an

Free wntmg as a method of re arch .

1S 51m y tQ write_as rqpldly as posslble for ‘short timie-.
perlods without concern f'ér sentence completlon, punctuatlon, or
spelling. Students need to learn how to select words, sentences, or ideas
- from theid free writing to use in a later draft. A.number of specific
techniques for developing ideas through free wntlng ar~ suggested by
Peter Elbow in his book Writing without Teachers'.\3
Free writing is useful for’ recallmg past experiences. Certain stimuii
" can be used to evoke memories—a simple chroflology of events, oid
photos, ObjeCtS images, or people may evoke past experiences. For -
example, students could visit a school, a neighborhood, or a park and,
as prev1ously discussed, write down associations evoked by a “‘sense of
place.’ Various other stimuli help to focus on the mdlv.dual—the
pefson's possessions, a list of adjectives that best describe the person,
»ora specnflc Pehavnoral characteristic.
A variation of free wntmg is to have the stuc. ~nt recall orally, freely
"assoc1at1ng past experiences for another st \dent to transcnbe or tape
record.
~ This process of free association is similar to what' James Moffett calls
memory writing.” He suggests beginning with a free-wntmg experi-
ence, usmg a chain of memory or memory links: start with an object in '
the present and-jot down past experiences associated with that object.
This should be followed by defining a feeling or an idea whith is cefftral
to the recollectiens—a reason for the student s chmce of those partlc-
ular experiences. 4
The same’ process car\be: used in researchmg a portriit or niemoir.
' Because students generally write about someone they know. well much

- of their research involves thinking through their own experiences with -

that person and their observations, impressions, and feelings a’bout
them. Getting these--recollections down on paper first means’ that

24
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~ students will have a large amount of material before them when they -
"begir, later, to select salient-information and to organize the first draft.
" .Students’ may nead help in learning to use free association ac a
research device. Learning to associate spontaneously begins with listing
objects, images, or experiences,of the present. Students then try to
direct their associations backward in time: initials carved jn a desk
(present)—initials on a note—note passing during .a lecture—Jill
smiling at the not.—Jill cortecting the spelling on‘the note—Jill.
criticizing the Way I dress—feeling irritation at Jill (past). The direction
of the memory chain suggests a theme, an-idea about the student’s
relationship with Jill: the romantic associations shift quickly to feelings
of irritation over being criticized. - . o
Students often’ list very general impressions: ““my uncle: friendly,
_ Jovial, crafty, conservative, Popular.” Each of these impressions may
be used to suggest specific behaviors or expestences that could be used
.inaportrait or memoir. “Crafty: planning asurprise birthday party for
.y mother without her knowing about it; buying abandoned real estate -
. and selling it for a large profit.” These examples would then be fleshed
out in further detail, using free writing.. ’ . St
Another. dssociative writing activity cocld be referred to as
- comparison or metaphor writing. By thinking of emotions, objects, or
experiences which are'simiiar to those described in their free writing,
students may clarify their feelings. On a sheet of paper, they list past
experiences in one column and iheir comparisons in a parallel column.

For example: - , _ , . ,
listening tomy father ......... . ... . .. listening to a news broadeast
- basketball gamesinthepark ....... .= -mechanical toy soldiers
going out inthe car for the o s ' o
* first time after I'got miy license - . .. . .. voyage to an‘unknown place-
visiting my old sehool . . ... ... .. e .- . Visiting a cemetery

The=se comparisons can also be used in the final writing as metaphors to
sharpen the reader’s understanding of the experiences'depicted™  °
Qthertypes of writing =~ . : S ’
There are a number. of other activities—some variations of free writ-
ing, some more structured writing—that* help students develop
material and ideas. ’ . oo .
Dream writing. Recording dreams in a journal, immiediately after
waking, does not necessarily provide a lot of materia] which can'be used
intact, but careful interpretation of dreams does lguggest certain fears, .
wishes, preoccupations, identity themes, or relationships applicable to
the controlling idea of the AMP. For.example, a student’s journal may.
lescribe dreams.of failing tests. and being reprimanded by parents,
mages that suggest fear of failure and a need to prove oneself to one's _

.
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Recordmg dreams also can encourage tudents’ interest in w riting.
As James Miller notes. "The dreams are interesting simply because of
our own deep emotional involvement in them, Discovering some sense
of taeir oblique meanmg has all the excitement of breaking the code of
a secret message. "1S Tﬂ '

Letter wrmng Students areoften most omfortahle and self- as;ured
when writing letters. They have a firm grasp cf the rhetorical sitnation:
they know their audience, the appropriate style. and ’thc purpose. By .
writing letters to a past self or to the subject of a memoir or port,raxt\t«he '
student often is" able to clarify attitudes or feelmgs. Hypothetical
responsces written from the perspective of the past self or the other
pérson help students 'think about tiie differences between their own,’
current pe‘sper‘uve -and that of the past or of the other person.

Journal writing. Journal writing is helpful in developing cprmm
percepuons of oneself and others. By writing about. specific "daily
experiences. students often discover general characteristics of self:
Estelle Jelinek. in teaching autoblographlcal w rmng has used some of
the following topics as starters for journal w ntmg ",

Describe a situation in which you felt rejected.
%alk about someone you lave or’someone you hate. .
escribé a skill you tried to acquire as a youngster. Did you ‘have a

sense of accomplishment or failure?-
iscuss aspects of your personality that you dislike. worry about, or

_ regard as a handicap.
Describe feelings that you have trouble expressmg or controlling.
What kinds of things make you happy, angry, or depressed ?

Observmg oneself and others
‘Careful observation in conjunction with free writing is important to
‘the research phase. George ‘Hillocks’s Observing and Writing. .an -
ERIC/RCS TRIP booklet, suggests many specific activities and
exercEes that could be used to help students léarn observation tech-
niques. !7 .
In researching for phase autoblograph) students nee(@o dlStlnngSh
- between their present and past perspecnves in order tg b®able to write
about tht past as they experienced it. Many of tite detmls..feellhgs.
objects. and behaviors that were important in the past are no longer
important, and vice versg. Students could keep journal records of their
thoughts and feelings ¥bout present expenences and then compar?
therfi with their free writing about past experiences, noting differences
“in the ways they experienced present and past events. For example a
student writing about a.third-grade teacher necds to separate present
- feelings about teachers from' past feelmgs By thinking apd writing
about’ present teachers, the student may, realize that' conversations with
them are easy and open, The fact that the student was once afraid to -
_approach the 'third-grade teacher.may suggest, the development of -a

Y ',26 Y
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stronger self-concept. ) ] :
Another method of researchiis to reread books and mugazrnes listen

_to records, or watch movigs that were popular during the period

portrayed in the autobrography or me.noir. This material, reflecting
the valuedor fads of previous years, provides a wealth of detail about

_dress, mulic, art, media, architecture, leisure activities, polrtrcal and
" social ideas, and idols of a particular period. Teaching the Decades: A

Humamues Approach to American Civilization, a curriculuin guide by
Brooke Workman, contains many suggestions for exploring American
values of the twenties, the thrrtu.s and the period from 1945 to. 1960,
through ciltural phenomena. 18 For example, students who want to
write about their parents’ or grandparents lives during the Great De-
pression could read Steinbetk's Grapesa of Wrath or watch a movie

-made during the thirties, This material could then beused asa memory'

aid in talking. with parents or grandparents or 4s background detail in

writing. - -
Observation of afiother person's behavior should focus not onny ot
specific; observable behaviors but also on the attitudes, values, needs,

and self- eoneept su'gges‘ted by thése behaviors. (Rather than trying to

* spy of subjects, it is better for students to ask permission to observe

them in an unobtrusive manner: shadowing them as they go through
their daily routines, watching their behavior in personal interviews,
asking them to talk about their experiences.) By taking careful notes,
students should be able to detect behavioral consistencies that suggest
unique aspects of self—tendencres to speak, act, and-thinkin a cer’gam
manner. For éxdmple. a student may note that a friend seems to prefer
being with others to Being alone, tends to be upset by minor incidents,

‘often suggests activities for groups of friends, and does not care much

about personaL appearance. The validity of these observations depends
upon the consistency of thie behaviors. Students need to be careful in -

mukirg'; inferences simply on the basis of their own observations,
~, - . . . g0 S

howeéver; they can always chieck the -bject as to the valrdrty of the

inference. . .

-In addition to observrng behavior, students should make notes on
specrfrc incidents which could be used later to support their inferences.
The student writing about a friend kept detailed notes of the friend's
successful attempt to cdnvince d group to go fishing. Though reluctant
at first,"the group was convinced by'descriptions of the various typés
and sizes of fish they might catch. By noting some specific diatogue and
nonverbal reactions to dialogue, thé& student ‘can recount the conversa*

.
tion in detarl

lntervrewmgand discuésing _ -
Another. important research- tool involves formal interviews gr in-

formal discussions with others who knov& the subject. If usrng a tape
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recorder or taklng notes inhibits the person\belng mtervle\ved th
student should try to reconstruct the conversation as soon as possxble
“after the interview. Some of this discussion mlght be quoted directly in
, the final writing: In his autobiography, When AI\I the Laughter Died in
" Sorrow, professional football player Lance Rentzel quotzed verbatim

-taped interviews with his parents and friénds.. ' |

With friends, an open-ended discussion in which the. student
interjecty personal comments or recollections is less artificial than a
formal interview;-the latter is more appropridte for a less-well-known

. person. However, students should prepare themselves, even for open-

ended discussions. If reminiscence about the past is to touch on topics
of interest to the writer, some homework is necessary in order to be able
to cite specxflc objects, events, places, or people that will stimulate the
other person’s memory, ‘Students may also pose questior:$ about the -
individual's self- concepts. needs, values; interests, and style of be--
havior. They may ask for biographical information or for accounts of
experlences that bear some relationship to the present (a person wlio

" enjoys his or. her job® might discuss the way he or she ‘developed an

interest in that _]Ob) Such background information often can provxde
clues to xhe reasons for an individual's behavior.

WRITING DRAFTS ;
In my expenence it is difficult to outline specmc guidelines for w ntlng
drafts. It also is difficult to clearly distinguish the free-writing stage
from' the rough~draft stage. However, some general advice can be’
applied to certain prdblems which students frequently encounter.

Organizing research material . ’ ' \ §
After they have completed their research, students are offen over-
whelmed by the quantity of material they have gathered. At this point;
they should go back through their material and extract key ideas or .
summary statements. The process may be facilitated by asking
questions: What am [ trying to say? What do I intend to show about
this person? What is the important inform~tion here? Studentis must be}
willing to throw out any free writing which does not suggest key ideas.
*The ideas oftén need to be de/eloped further, 'usingtotally differexqt
material—more free writing—or using specifics from the original free:

writ g,
Once a key idea has been defined, the student uses” it to Qrgamze a
rouvh draft. For example, a student who wrote about junior year in - ¢

hwn school-did some free writing about ajob i i 2 fast-food restaurant: ,
After band practice I went in and started. ‘One after another/too fast
they came. Cheeseburger and. fries, cheeseburger and fries. It
started at four ﬁnd didn’t stop till seven. They just kept podring

v - : ’ - » . .
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~ through the doors. The manager told us to ask them if they wanted
- more and to smile at all of them. The other people just ran around and
: -shouted at each other, more fries, more cheeseburgers. And they just -
kept pouring thfough the door. My head started buzzing. They dldn t "
give a hoot about me

ln readmg back over this fre writing, the student can extraét a key
idea: that the't pace of the job Hever allowed refaxation. This and other
vignettes of junior year suggest a controllmg idea fér a plase auto-
blography that the student’s life was totally controlled by ‘reglmented L
. routine obligations.’
~Students -also can attempt to clanfv thelr attltudes toward self in
~some cases, it is not until students read thrOugh their writing that they
are able to recognize the attitudes reflected in their choice of details or.-
information. They'sometimes discover that their free writing reflects an
attitude quite different from the .ong they planned tolconvey “The
" student who wrote about j junior year had intended to convey a negatjve -
" attitude: disapproval of the failure to break out of the regimented.roles
" imposed by others; However this piece of writing reveals an. amblguous
_attityde. On the one hand, the student. displays a wrllmgness to glve n—
easily to others’ demands; on the other hand, the selection of informa-
“-tion suggests.a condescending atdfitude-toward school and job. _
Sketching out the overall organization is generally not a p"roblem
- when students are writing about one incident with-a clear-cut chrono-
logical development. In writing about a series of incidents or relation-
shlps students must decide on the direction of the sequence, the rela-
“tionship underlying the different experiences, and-the extent to which
. each incident will be developed. For example, in writing about a.
youthful fascination witn side<*.vwe at state and county fairs, a student
_ recalled sideshows attende¢ ‘or a five-year period. The controlling -
“idea ttlmed out to be that, zs years passed, the student lost interest,
perceiving that the sideshow freaks were human ‘beifgs who were
simply trying to earn .a living.: The- student decided to emphasme‘
differences betweer the first year's visit and the last, with some
additional information about the intervening years. to portray a-
gradual change not only in his perception of sideshows, but in his
_.attitudes toward 8ther people. ' -~
Orgamzmg ‘a portrait _or memoir around bits and’ pieces . cof
information, 'apparently* unrelated, is a -more* dlfflgult task. One
organizational 3chema that helps in.sorting out this mamial is a set of

-

categorles regresenting different segments or aspects of \the person’s
life. For examyle, a student's observations and interviewAlata about a
d into four classifications: classrooms, social relation-
job, and social relationships not related to school or
t also should 'try  to vary the material, so- that —

, " . .
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abstractions and mferences are tied to in Eldents. dlrect quotes, or -
. descnptlon % “
*
. Selectmgdetaxls :

Deciding on specific details to include requnres further classification
of the controlling ideas. SPme students are uneasy about throwing out
any of their research matgrial; they try to put it all into their first dr. N
Asking students what they are trying to show about themselves or abo
other people can encourage them to’ define reasons for including o
excluding certain data. That Guestion'can also serve as a basis for
discussion in one-to-one or smill-group feedback sessions in whxch the .
responses of the teacher or the graup can show the student how clearly
the controllmg idea has been commumcated : Lo | 4

"Summanzmgversua expanding -~~~ G ¢ . : :
‘ Students are often unsure about whether to summarize or to expand i
material. To some degree this decision is a function of the proposed
length;- although students shmild not prematurely set 4 quota on-
number of jpages. As Moffett points out, once the student has defined . .
some controllmg idea, he or she can chose to portray in detail those

» expenences which best represent the idea and to summarize others that

“'do not. 19 These summaries often involve charactenzmg time penods in
which nothing significant happens,. but which are necessary to the
development of background. For example: “During the first week-of

- my vacatlon, it rained every day, so all I could do was sit and read old
magazines, "Then the weather cleared. " Although summary, .the .

“passage includes some indication of a specnflc attitude which leads up
to late eriencesand to a change in that attitude.

In writing portraits, students may begin by summanzmg their ideas
about the subject—*‘The owner of.tLe local diner.was best known for
‘his concern - for other. people”—and-then fleshmg qut that idea with .
specific examples. Or they may present specxﬁ‘mater whlch buxlds

Alptoa concluding summarystatement. -

Students may have problems in summarizing conversatlon or. quoted
co*nmentary ‘Instead of giving direct quotes or even summaries of each-
‘person’s-statements, which can be qunte extensive, they could slmply
descnbe the/person or the relationshig; ‘My mother and my -aunt just
. did not get along” o that his cooking was the best
_in twn ’ o :

f .

Commentmg ' s ' S L
Just.as a novelist must decide whether, and how’ much, to mtrude as
commentator on the events in the novel so must students decide on _the
appropnateness of commenting 6n past eexperiences or on another
person s behavnog; The advantage of refralmng from comment is, that
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. "the readeris allowed to follow the events, as they unfoid: through the

perceptions of the subject. For example, a college student wroté of a

- weekend trip with a new' friend. Beginning with. descriptions_of
romantic, idealistic expectations, the student, later in the weekend, is - .

disappointed: This friend has breught along a business-administration

_-text and is more interested in reading it than in talking. As thetrip -
ends, the foolishness of those idealistic expectations has been clearly
illustrated. If the student had commented in the beginning that, from’ -

the perspective of the present, those expectations were foolish, the
drama” of the realization would have been weakened. Premature

tompmentary (“Had I but known") can lessen the impact of the idea. .

being portrayed, by “‘giving away the ending:"” While commentary from
the perspective of the past is often helpful in describing past events,

~ students should be careful to distinguish such description from
~commentary made from:the present perspective. - - ,
. In writing portraits, quoting the subject directly can provide more
-/ﬁnformation about ‘the subject’s personality than can .the writer’s

summary. The subjett’s reactions should be presented with enough
coricrete detail to enable readers to empathize with the subject and to

determine the differences between their own response to the expgrience

and that of the;subjzct. S .
.
Because writing the rough draft is often time-consuming, class-time
is best spent simply writing. Once students have completed sections of
the draft, -they should seek evaluation from: their peegs or teacher.

'Evaluation is most helpful during draft writing because it is much

easter for students'to revise a tentative yersion than one they perceive to-
be finished. . S R \
" In.order to provide helpful feedback, both teacher and students must:

- recognize that it is the writer who must ultimately make any needed '\‘
-revisions. It is therefore the writdr who must deternine what changes '

need to be made to fulfill his or 'her intention: Evaluatien -that leads

students to recognize and articulate these necessary changes is often

more helpful than.telling them what changes should be made. - .
Responses that describe the readet’s reactions to a specific section

.give the student. some sense of’ whether the reader understands that
sectipm. For example, a student recalls childhood in a-smalt town, -

infending to show the dead-end monotony of the town symbolically with
the image of cars-endlessly circling the fownsestreets on Friday night.
In listening to the reader’s reactions, the writer. may discover that the

reader did not understandthe symbolism of the:cars moving around the -
streets. The onus:is-then on the writer to"judge how -clearly the -

description of the cars' movement conveyed the intended impression of

.monotony.” The writer and the reader could discuss options _for

w - '6
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' 1mprovement or the writer could come back later with. a rewritten *

version for further evaluation. .
Judgmenta] feedback gives the student a defirdite 1dea of the reader’s
attttude; this, in some cases; may provide incentive for further revision.

But:harsh, indiscriminate, or totally, negative judgments may g1ve ‘the

1mpress1ot1 thatithere is little hope for improvement. ;
In helping stydents to give useful feedback to each other, the teacher

“should stress the , difference between. evaluatlng the writing and

. evaluatlng the writer; .students can eas1ly wview critical evalpation -of°

‘their writing asa personal attack pdrticularly when they wiite about
‘themselves.
After reworklng the content ‘and’ organlzatbn of the1

of the pomposxng process

1 A
.

lllustraung AMP
Students. may: want to ‘supplement their writing
themselves or others, magazme pictures or newspaper /headlines of the .
penod samples of | previous writing or artwork, drawings 9f settings or
eople, or even a v1deotape or a super-8 film of the s bje /ct In reading
‘gubllshed AMP, it is oftéen enjoyable to see p1ct res jof the people

7 descnbed in the, wntlng. playlng the, v1sual desc ptiors agalnst the
-verbal ones. . ;‘ ) : .

/

o -
\/

Dlscussmg what students have learned ' :

After students have completed their AMPs j ey’ could discuss with
someom;else, perhaps with their subjects, me of the things they -
_l/earned about .themselves or; about others.’ Ong interesting line of )
/Questioning revolves around the self in the future. Students who wrote :/ :
'phase autoblographles may predlct futug behyavjor by considering their :
develop/ment from past to present self. C artlng that development

/ suggests certain consistent’ behav1oral patt é that may or may not

contlnue in the future Students may also peCulate about, the future
development of a portralt/subject, not1n hlch charactenstlcs are

>
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